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Abstract. 
Research suggests that students in their late teens and early 
twenties have not yet reached ‘identity formation’ (James Marcia, 
1966). The heightened anxiety and uncertainty about themselves 
and their future contribute to sometimes crippling fears emanating 
as anxiety, clinical depression and other “diagnosable” mood 
disorders. This presentation will explore the issues and suggest 
healthy ways of helping young people safely through these chaotic 
years and into a fulfilling career. 
 
Do you ever listen to the ‘Law Report’ on ABC Radio National? It is on 
at 8-30am every Wednesday. I heard it this morning (25-3-2008). I 
listened to Marie Jepson speak about her brilliant son, Tristan. She was 
speaking with much sorrow. Tristan, a high achieving Law student with 
high expectations, killed himself when the job offers didn’t come as he 
had anticipated. He saw himself as a failure, Marie explained. Ian Hickey 
from the “Black Dog Institute” also contributed to the programme. He 
suggested that young men are particularly vulnerable to dark thoughts and 
of feeling lost when they are unable to find their niche in life and a sense 
of belonging in the wider society. The world is still very competitive for 
“ambitious” young people and the thought of being a “failure” (in their 
eyes) causes acute anxiety, panic, depressive thoughts and often risky 
behaviour. 
 
In this brief paper I propose to focus on young people who are about to 
leave school and continue with their education in an institution of higher 
learning. This is one of the major “Rites of Passage” according to 
Professor Vince Tinto(1987), an American expert on transition to 
University, and like all major life changes, it brings with it uncertainty 
and anxiety.  
The paper will also explore the developmental stages of youth using the 
four possible outcomes as researched by James Marcia(1969; 1980), with 
male university students. This author concludes that because both these 
stresses occur in about the same period of life, many young people can 
not cope. They may show signs of anxiety, fear, avoidance, panic, 
moodiness and irritability or anger. Some seek help from medical sources 
and are medicated to ease their anxiety, terror or other diagnosed 
disorder. Clinical depression is a common diagnosis and the young 
person has yet another cross to bear, namely a label that is interpreted by 
some in our society, as a stigma. They are labelled (perhaps as a non-
coper) unless the disease model is used. They are told that they have a 
chemical imbalance and once the amount or type of medication is correct 
they will/can be cured. Some young people are hospitalised and continue 
to be heavily medicated/sedated and may be in and out of (usually) 
private institutions. Yes, some have dappled in multi-drugs and certainly 
alcohol and may have developed a psychosis. In my youth, we were told 
that 40% of beds in psychiatric hospitals were occupied by those with 
alcoholic psychoses. But that was in the “olden days”. Today psychoses 
are brought on by drugs other than and in addition to alcohol. The next 
diagnosis for these young people, on the slippery slope continuum, may 
be schizophrenia. They have gone down this slippery slope and landed in 
something akin to purgatory for an otherwise healthy young man [sic]. 
 
In a society where money lubricates all transactions in our world and 
brings status and perceived success and envy, we don’t want to be a 
nobody. According to the philosopher Alain De Botton, we all desire 
recognition, for without this, “we cease to exist”. In our late teens and 
early twenties, there is a fight for identity and an answer to the question, 
“Who am I?” In our individualistic society any failure is ascribed to ones 
self  and the poor are often perceived by the “well-heeled” in a western 
culture (especially American) as “sinful and corrupt” and they fail (are 
poor) because they are lazy or stupid. Young people on the cusp of their 
professional training can not tolerate the terror of not “making it”. Some 
have described this as “status anxiety” which is not necessarily restricted 
to young people. This form of social Darwinism, the survival of the 
fittest, produces a competitive society. De Botton describes “the infection 
of perceived failure” and the permanent gap between what we desire and 
what we can afford as contributing to unhappiness. Wasn’t it Seneca, the 
Roman Stoic who said that happiness is the freedom from fear and 
desire? Those who study and are expert in global financial markets have 
said that it is driven by “greed and fear” which seems to be a 
confirmation of Seneca’s famous observation. 
 
Our young people are caught up in this motivation drive from an early 
age. Sometimes young people are egged on by ambitious parents who 
have not only a biological, genetic investment in the welfare of their 
offspring (Dawkins, selfish Gene, 1976), but also have a material 
investment. Their own future comforts may be affected by the success of 
their children. This is blatantly evident in large numbers of Chinese, 
Indian and other nationalities. There is also an ego boost for parents in 
that successful children are a reflection of themselves. 
A case study might illustrate this. “S” came in to counselling absolutely 
devastated. She was supporting her mother who had found her 16 years 
old son, S’s younger brother, hanging in the garage. He had decided to 
kill himself because he had not completed his assignment and he knew he 
would be in trouble from his father as well as his school. He was a boy 
who always wanted to please and do the “right” thing. He did everything 
his father asked because he knew that his sisters were frequently scolded 
for doing things his father disapproved of. He avoided that scolding by 
hanging himself. This boy must have gone through unbelievable angst 
and emotional turmoil and took what was for him the least painful way 
out. Not getting his assignment in was “failure” for this young man.  
A few years ago we had four such suicides from young men in the same 
university faculty. They had high expectations of themselves and could 
accept nothing less than 100% perfection. Anything less than obtaining 
the highest grade, is seen as “failure”. One young woman was in her final 
semester and had brilliant results in all subjects but felt that she could not 
sustain the effort until the end of the course. She bought some hose and 
hooked up the exhaust pipe and sat inside her car killing herself with 
carbon monoxide poisoning. She left a letter to explain her behaviour. 
 
Tinto (1987) has analysed the progression of students through the 
educational system in particular to the move form school to university. At 
this time he argued separation from communities of the past can be 
isolating and stressful especially if there are vast differences between the 
norms of behaviour of the old and the new culture. He maintained that 
problems are inherent in the change of community membership. All 
students experience some disorientation, isolation and stress. They are in 
a ‘no man’s land’ and have not integrated into the social and intellectual 
life of the new institution. They may feel inadequate, insecure and 
distressed. Viney(1980) has also written of the uncertainty, anxiety and 
frustration occurring at the onset of the transitional phase.  
 
Many students could be categorized, (if we need a category) as the 
“worried well” who at any time of “overload” (emotional or cerebral) 
could require some kind of help. That help is sometimes not available or 
the student is unaware of it, or they are too embarrassed to ask for it. My 
personal view is that putting the stressed, depressed or anxious person on 
drugs without a talking therapy is negligent. If a student is diagnosed as 
so anxious or depressed that they would benefit from medication, they 
need referral to a suitable psychologist to go with the drugs. 
 
Support services are available at all Universities under the Equity banner. 
There are Disability Officers (three at QUT) who can arrange for various 
accommodations to be put in place for students needing specific help. The 
student needs to ask the staff member for what they think would assist 
them in their studies and the staff can negotiate with Examination 
Officers, Course Coordinators and lecturing staff for some suitable 
changes. These may be rest breaks, extensions on assignment deadlines, 
extra reading time in exams or separate examination rooms to give a few 
examples. Those with specific learning disabilities can also discuss their 
needs or have tests arranged through the Psychology Clinic should that be 
necessary. Many universities have established mentoring programmes to 
assist beginning students to meet with others and establish personal links. 
Tinto describes mentors as “informal advisers, campus friends and …role 
models to new students” (p.147) Potentially “at risk” students can be 
identified early, even in orientation weeks and support needs provided 
before social, academic or psychological problems emerge. 
 
This brief paper has provided a discussion of issues that impact on young 
school leavers starting university or a TAFE college. Those who have 
struggled through school and emerged with a psychological diagnosis and 
who are often on medication will need the support described in this paper. 
The normalising of the Identity formation stage of development 
combined with the stresses of transition to university were discussed. 
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